To assess temporal and spatial variations in the emission of the odour guiding them to the nipples, we exposed newborn rabbits, Oryctolagus cuniculus, to lactating females in a series of simultaneous olfactory choice tests. They showed a clear preference for females in early, rather than late, lactation, and in the prenursing, rather than postnursing, phase. Furthermore, the female's abdominal, and specifically nipple, regions were more attractive to pups than the back and non-nipple abdominal areas. Finally, the surface odour cues from the abdomen of lactating females were as attractive as the odour of rabbit milk itself. These data suggest that the source of the active compound eliciting preferential orientation is located on the nipple, a site allowing simultaneous evaporation in air and dissolution in milk.
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The European rabbit, Oryctolagus cuniculus, is especially suited to investigate communication between a female mammal and her offspring. Newborn rabbit pups are highly altricial. Their behaviour is restricted to specialized motor patterns involved in sucking and in huddling with siblings for thermoregulation, and is controlled through a limited set of sensory modalities for the first week. The mother suckles her pups only once a day for a few minutes (Venge 1963; Zarrow et al. 1965; Jilge 1993) . However, newborn pups are not adversely affected by a delay in nursing of even 24 h, which allows the experimenter to control the pups' motivational (prandial) state and amount of nursing experience (Jilge 1995). Finally, rabbit pups are especially adept at learning (chemo)-sensory information received early in life, in the uterus, milk and nest (for a review, see Hudson et al. 1999 ). Because we can experimentally manipulate the sensory properties of these early environments, the newborn rabbit is a particularly promising model for understanding the development of perceptual and learning strategies. We examined some of the properties of the maternal environment that coordinate the actions of offspring in their quest for milk. Several studies have focused on the behaviour and senses that allow successful milk intake by the inexperienced newborn rabbit facing such short, infrequent nursing opportunities. Using a behavioural assay in which the stereotyped searching/oral grasping response of newborns is elicited by various odour cues, these studies have provided information on the sensory systems and sources of stimuli that regulate pup behaviour under the mother. (1) Pups quickly locate nipples with a stereotyped search sequence concluded by oral grasping (Schley 1976; Hudson & Distel 1983) . (2) The success and maintenance of this behaviour depends on the integrity of the olfactory system (Schley 1979; Distel & Hudson 1985) . (3) Oral responses of pups are successfully targeted at nipples only if odours are not masked on the female's abdominal surface (Schley 1977; Hudson & Distel 1983) . (4) As a function of their physiological stage, females vary in their efficacy at releasing the pups' searching/grasping pattern, and hence in the quality or intensity of their abdominal odours (Hudson & Distel 1984; Coureaud & Schaal 2000) . (5) Newborn pups are also highly responsive to unstable olfactory cues present in rabbit milk (Keil et al. 1990) . (6) The potency of the odour emitted from the abdominal surface or from milk is not restricted to a pup's own mother, but to any lactating female (Hudson & Distel 1983; Keil et al. 1990 ). Based on the above behavioural and physiological evidence, Hudson & Distel (1983) concluded that rabbit pups are motivated and directed to seize nipples by a special odour cue, the so-called 'nipple-search pheromone', that is 
